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Introduction 


As a Muslim woman born to a family which was Muslim in name but 
secular in practice, I never thought for a moment what Islam meant to me. It 
was not until fate decided to turn savagely against me, by depriving me first 
of my sweet sister — with whom I shared all my hopes and dreams, espe- 
cially at university when we were very close — then my dear loving father, 
who had defied all the pressures such as honour, shame and family pride to 
allow me to leave Baghdad and come to Britain to pursue my dream of 
gaining a higher education, and then my caring brother, who stood beside 
me when I was on the brink of giving in to social pressure. All three 
departed so quickly — within the space of a few years — that I did not have 
enough time to grieve for them properly as individuals in their own right. 
The tragedy was so overwhelming that it shook me to my very foundations; 
my dreams in life were shattered, my hopes and ambitions vanished. I felt 
that I had lost my direction and began to become aware that I was going 
astray. It was at this particular point that I started seriously thinking about 
Islam. I needed refuge, peace and tranquillity, and it was Islam, especially 
spiritual Islam, that finally restored my faith and equilibrium. 

But that conviction and equilibrium started to be disturbed by two 
conflicting messages: first, the attack on Islam launched by secular feminists 
who declared that the Islamic system is a curse on the status of women 
under its law, thus portraying Islam as an oppressor rather than as a libera- 
tor, and urging women to release themselves from the shackles and con- 
straints of their religion by adopting Western secular alternatives. Second, 
the message conveyed by fundamentalists, who although emphasising the 
importance of Islam and using Islamic rhetoric, nonetheless depicted 
Muslim women in images totally unappealing to my inquisitive mind. 

Troubled by the conflict between these views and convinced by neither, 
I set myself the task of embarking on a journey which would eventually 
lead me to discover what Islam has in store for me and my fellow Muslim 
women. Hence the book is in reality no more than a personal enquiry to 
satisfy my spiritual and theological needs: a soul-searching attempt to 

understand my faith (as a woman) and preserve it in a more humane form 
in the face of increasing secularisation and westernisation. This personal 
drive was then further accentuated by the realisation, especially during my 
years of teaching, of the widespread ignorance — on the part of both 
Muslim and non-Muslim women — of the proper understanding of the 
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position of women from the Islamic perspective. Hence my urge to meet 


this demand. 
The book aims primarily to investigate some of the issues currently 


affecting the situation of Muslim women. It is therefore not an exhaustive 
study of all issues that are of interest to Muslim women: that is certainly 
beyond the scope of the present study. Rather it is a personal endeavour to 
examine matters most immediate and sensitive to them. 
The book singles out neither a particular group of women nor a specific 
band of countries in the Muslim region. Indeed, it deals with common 
issues that are of utmost concern to all Muslim women irrespective of their 
geographical and cultural backgrounds. The rationale behind this approach 
is that despite the huge diversity among Muslim countries, Islam has con- 
tinued to serve as a unifying factor between them, especially when it 
comes to women’s issues, where little has changed regarding the laws and 
regulations that are affecting their lives. 

I would like to thank the British Academy for supporting my trips to 
Egypt and Yemen, without which I would not have been able to complete 
the study. Also, many thanks go to both Felicity Simpson Wright and 
Barbara Morris for typing parts of the work and showing sympathy and 
understanding when I needed it most. I am grateful for their support. 
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Women in pre-Islamic Arab times were also considered to be a heavy 
burden on the family. The birth of the daughter was embarrassing for the ~ 
father, who considered it a disgrace and a matter of shame. Therefore, the 
Arabs of that time practised widely ‘female infanticide’: burying their 
female child alive. This custom was common among the Arabs and it was ~ 
even viewed as a generous act.'° The Quran described the mentality of ~ 
ignorance underlying such a practice as such: ‘When the birth of a girl is ~ 

announced to one of them, his face grows dark and he is filled with inward ~ 
gloom. Because of the bad news, he hides himself from men: should he 
keep her with disgrace or bury her under the dust? How ill they judge!’.!' 
“When the sun is folded up; when the stars fall down and the mountains 
are blown away; when camels big with their young are left untended and 
the wild beasts are brought together; when the seas are burning and men’s 
souls are reunited (with their bodies); when the infant girl, buried alive, is 
asked for what crime she was slain; when the records of men’s deeds are 
laid open and heaven is stripped bare; when Hell burns fiercely and 
Paradise is brought near: then each soul shall know what it has done’.'” 
One of the social reasons for such an attitude was that, in pre-Islamic 
times, there were often inter-tribal blood feuds, which demanded male 
members to defend their tribes. Hence men were in much greater demand 
than women. In addition, in the tribal conflict, the enemy always aimed at 
capturing women and taking them as prisoners so that they could collect 
heavy ransoms. Failing to do so, they would keep them as slaves. In both 
cases women were considered a liability to their own tribes. For if they 
paid ransom, they would lose money, if not, then the chastity of their 
women as well as their honour were at stake.'? ‘The Arabs did not 
welcome the birth of a baby girl, and this was so because of the nature of 
their society. Wars and invasions never ceased and taking revenge never 
stopped. All these things depended on the male, but a woman was unable 
to do any of these tasks, in addition to it, she was the desired loot for (the) 
service (of the enemy) in the eyes of the enemy, or she was for-his enter- 
tainment’.'* For these reasons, the Arabs believed that their own daughters 
constituted a heavy burden on them and the easiest way to get rid of them 
was to kill them immediately after they were born.!> 
Moreover, men in the Jahiliyya society enjoyed an absolute right over 
women in matters related to marriage and divorce. He, the man, had unlim- 
ited rights of marriage and divorce. He could take as many wives as he 
wished and could discard a wife at will.'° The idea of a fixed institution of 
marriage was absent from the pre-Islamic era. There were only different 
Kinds of sexual union'’ which were characterised by the looseness of 
marriage bonds and the lack of any defined legal system: ‘If one takes 
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into consideration the preceding facts in conjunction with other factors such 
as the absence of any contract or legal guardian, the exclusion of the wife 
from her husband's inheritance, the easy methods of divorce, the lack of a 
period of seclusion after divorce and widowhood — the idda (waiting time) — 
the Conclusion must be reached that there was no fixed institution of mar- 
‘Tiagé “and "that marriage ties were in no sense regarded as binding’."* The 
result Was that’a man was at liberty to contract as many marriages as he 
wished; al-Tabari mentions that men in Arabia before Islam used to marry 
four, five, six, or even ten women simultaneously and nobody could ever 
stop them from marrying more than that? ‘Before Muhammad, the capacity 
of the Arab’s purse would appear to have provided the only limitation to the 
number of his wives, and though there were established conventions about 
the status of the women he married, there were neither conventions nor laws 


to dictate to him how many they should be’.2° When Islam emerged, the 


issue of marriage was regulated. It encouraged men to have one wife, but 


reluctantly allowed them to have up to four wives under special circum- 
Stances.”! Men before Islam also used to force their women, espect err 
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slave girls, into prostitution (Zina).” 
With regard to divorce, there was no formula for severing the marriage 


relationship. The husband, in general, enjoyed absolute power over the 
divorce issue” and this led to constant abuses. As there was no check on 
the powers of the husband to dissolve the marriage tie, Arab men used to 
divorce their women very often and for any reason,** even if it was a trivial 
one such as, for example, speaking highly of their family or tribes. 
However, the most obvious ones mentioned by the historians of the 
Jahiliyya were: the man could not find the love he was expecting in his 
wife; the couple were unable to establish friendship and intimacy or a man 
thought that he was marrying a young and beautiful woman who turned 
out to be otherwise.>> The pagan Arabs also used to revoke the divorce and 
resume the marital relationship. A man, for example, would pronounce the 
formula ‘I divorce you’° many times and then take his wife back; he could 
then divorce her again and yet could still take her back. When women were 
divorced or widowed there was no fixed period?’ for idda. Some women 
had to wait for a year before they would be able to re-marry, others con- 
tracted marriages immediately after the separation.”** Divorced women had 
no right to claim for maintenance, men were exempted from any financial 
responsibility and endured no legal punishment for their actions.*? This 
inhuman treatment had contributed to the degradation of womanhood 
insofar as the woman herself believed that she should not be more than a 
servile and submissive creature, and had no right to expect any respect and 
honour in the world. Such a deplorable situation illustrated that the rights 
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and the liberties of women in those ancient societies were not only tram- 
pled upon, but were entirely denied them. 

It must be stressed that some scholars have argued that women in pre- 
Islamic Arabia had some rights, citing the case of Khadija, the Prophet’s 
first wife, who was a highly successful business-woman. Our response is 
that Khadija was an exception, one among a small elite of that society, and 
we believe that her case does not genuinely reflect the general condition of 
women in that society, which was one of subjugation. This view is shared 
by B. Stowasser*°® who writes “we hear of publicly visible, independently 
wealthy women who are active in their own right. The best-known 
example here is, of course, Khadija, Muhammad’s first wife ... (but) aside 
from such rare figures of public visibility, involvement and independence 
as Khadija, the majority of pre-Islamic urban women appear to have lived 
in a male-dominated society in which their status was low and their rights 
were negligible. Most women were subjugated to male domination, either 
that of a male relative, or that of the husband. The men’s rights over their 
women were as their rights over any property. This seems to have been so 
not only in marriages by capture, where the captured woman was com- 
pletely under the authority of her captor, but also in marriages by purchase 
or contract. Here, the suitor paid a sum of money (the mahr) to the 
guardian of the bride-to-be (and possibly another sum, the sadaq, to the 
woman herself),thereby purchasing her and making her his exclusive 
property. The marriage contract, in other words, was a contract between 
husband and guardian, with the bride the sales object. Furthermore, neither 
conventions nor laws seem to have existed to put a limit to the number of 
wives that a man could have simultaneously, so that the only restrictive 
considerations were economic ones. As to divorce in the Jahiliyya, it was 
a matter entirely up to the will of the husband who, having purchased his 
wife, could discharge his total obligation to her by payment of any portion 
of the ahr that might remain due to her father or guardian, and be rid of 
her by pronouncement of the formula of dismissal. This formula, pro- 
nounced three times, was effective instantly. Finally, there is some indica- 
tion that women in pre-Islamic Arabia were not allowed the holding, or in 


any case the uncontrolled disposal, of their possessions’ .*! 


WOMEN IN ISLAM 


CWith the advent of Islam, the position of women was radically redefined. 
Firstly, it prohibited the practice of ‘female infanticide’ and restored the 
birth rights of women.** Hence Islam elevated them to the status of being 
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as worthy of human. dignity_as-were.men..Both men and women were 
henceforth to be regarded as equal in humanity. The Quran says “Allah 
created you from a single soul, and from.the-same-soul created his mate” Seal 

IralS6 says ‘O mankind, we created you all from a male and female. and 

made you into races and tribes, that you may know one another. Surely the 
floblest among you in the sight of God is the most God fearing of you”. 
The prophet is reported-to-have-said--All- people are equal, as equal as the 
teeth of a comb. There is no claim of merit of an Arab over a non-Arab, or 
of a white over a black person, or of a male over a female. Only God- 


fearing people merit a preference with Sour) 
In relation to the absolute, woman is equafto man in all essential rights 


and duties; God makes no distinction between man and woman. They are 
to be equally rewarded or punished for their deeds.*° The Quran says: 
‘Their Lord answers them, saying: I will deny no man or woman among 
you the reward of their labours. You are the offspring of one another’.*” 
‘For Muslim men and women, for believing men and women; for devout 
men and women; for men and women who are patient; for men and 
women who humble themselves; for men and women who give charity: 
for men and women who fast; for men and women who guard their 
chastity; for men and women who remember Allah much — for them all 
has God prepared forgiveness and a great reward’.** *We shall reward the 
steadfast according to their noblest deeds. Be they men or women, those 
that embrace the faith and do what is right We will surely grant a happy 
life; We shall reward them according to their noblest actions’.*? And again 
‘The true believers, both men and women, are friends to each other. They 
enjoin what is just and forbid what is evil; they attend to their prayers and 
pay the alms-tax and obey Allah and His Apostle. On these Allah will 
have mercy. He is Mighty, Wise. Allah has promised the men and women 
who believe in Him gardens watered by running streams, in which they 
shall abide forever. He has promised them goodly mansions in the gardens 
of Eden. And what is more, they shall have greater favour from Allah. 
That is the supreme triumph’ “f Furthermore, Surah 40 (the Forgiving one) 
verse 40:30 ‘O my people, the life of this world is nothing but a (passing) 
comfort, but the life to come is an everlasting mansion. Those that do evil 
shall be rewarded with like evil; but those that have faith and do good 
works, both men and women, shall enter the Gardens of Paradise and 


receive blessings without man ol terms of moral responsibility, both 


men and women are equally acco! 
the Quran decrees that the same punishment has to be applied on the thiev- 


ing men as well as the thieving women.*? Also, both the adulterer and the 
adulteress have to suffer the same punishment.* In fact, in a situation 
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as worthy of human dignity.as.were.men..Both men and women were 
henceforth to be regarded as equal in humanity. The Quran says “Allah — 
créatéd you from a single soul, and from.the-same-soul.created his mate’.** 
Italso says ‘O mankind, we created you all from a male and female, and 
made you into races and tribes, that you may know one another. Surely the 
iloblest among you in the sight of God is the most God fearing of you’.** 
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teeth of a comb. There is no claim of merit of an Arab over a non-Arab, or 
of a white over a black person, or of a male over a female. Only God- 
fearing people merit a preference with God’ .* 

In relation to the absolute, woman is equafto man in all essential rights 
and duties; God makes no distinction between man and woman. They are 
to be equally rewarded or punished for their deeds.*° The Quran says: 
‘Their Lord answers them, saying: I will deny no man or woman among 
you the reward of their labours. You are the offspring of one another’ .*’ 
‘For Muslim men and women, for believing men and women; for devout 
men and women; for men and women who are patient; for men and 
women who humble themselves; for men and women who give charity; 
for men and women who fast; for men and women who guard their 
chastity; for men and women who remember Allah much — for them all 
has God prepared forgiveness and a great reward’.** ‘We shall reward the 
steadfast according to their noblest deeds. Be they men or women, those 
that embrace the faith and do what is right We will surely grant a happy 
life; We shall reward them according to their noblest actions’.*? And again 
‘The true believers, both men and women, are friends to each other. They 
enjoin what is just and forbid what is evil; they attend to their prayers and 
pay the alms-tax and obey Allah and His Apostle. On these Allah will 
have mercy. He is Mighty, Wise. Allah has promised the men and women 
who believe in Him gardens watered by running streams, in which they 
shall abide forever. He has promised them goodly mansions in the gardens 
of Eden. And what is more, they shall have greater favour from Allah. 
That is the supreme triumph’ .“f Furthermore, Surah 40 (the Forgiving one) 
verse 40:30 ‘O my people, the life of this world is nothing but a (passing) 
comfort, but the life to come is an everlasting mansion. Those that do evil 
shall be rewarded with like evil; but those that have faith and do good 
works, both men and women, shall enter the Gardens of Paradise and 
receive blessings without number’. ne terms of moral responsibility, both 
men and women are equally accountable for their actions. For example, 
the Quran decrees that the same punishment has to be applied on the thiev- 
ing men as well as the thieving women.* Also, both the adulterer and the 
adulteress have to suffer the same punishment.* In fact, in a situation 
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where the husband accuses his wife of committing adultery, her oath 
weighs more heavily than his accusation and hence Islamic law would 
work in her favour.** 

To rehabilitate the status of women in society, Islam denounced the old 
myth of Eve as temptress and_source of evil, as the cause of original sin 
and the fall of humankind.*f_ According to the Quran the woman is not 
responsible for Adam’s first mistake: both were equally wrong in disobey- 
ing God./Both asked for forgiveness and both were forgiven. Indeed in 
one verse Adam was portrayed as solely responsible for the whole 
episode: “But Satan made them slip from it and caused them to depart 
from that in which they had been. Go hence, We said, and be enemies to 
each other. The earth will for a while provide your dwelling-place and 
sustenance. Then Adam received commandments from his Lord, and his 
Lord relented towards him. He is the Forgiving One, the Merciful’.4® ‘To 
Adam He said: Dwell with your wife in Paradise, and eat from whatever 
you please; but never approach this tree or you shall both become trans- 
gressors. But the devil tempted them, so that he might reveal to them that 
which had been hidden from them of their shame. He said: your Lord has 
forbidden you to approach this tree only to prevent you from becoming 
angels or immortals. Then he swore to them that he would give them 
friendly counsel. Thus he cunningly seduced them. And when they had 
eaten of the tree, their shame became visible to them, and they both 
covered themselves with the leaves of the garden. Their Lord called out to 

them, saying: did I not forbid you to approach that tree, and did I not warn 
you that the devil was your sworn enemy? They replied: Lord we have 
wronged ourselves. Pardon us and have mercy on us, or we shall surely be 
among the lost. He said: Go hence, and may your descendants be enemies 
to each other. The earth will for a while provide your sustenance and 
dwelling-place.*” There you shall live and there you shall die, and thence 
you shall be raised to life’.** ‘But Satan whispered to him, saying: shall I 
show you the Tree of Immorality and a kingdom which never decays?.... 
Thus Adam disobeyed his Lord and went astray. Then his Lord had mercy 
on him; He relented towards him and rightly guided him’ .* 

Islam also changed the mentality of both men and women and created a 
new relationship between them based on respect and mutual understand- 
ing; taking care of the woman and respecting her were also emphasised.~° 

(The status of women was also raised in Islam by granting her the legal 
right to enter into contracts, to run a business, and to possess property 
independently from her husband or any kinsmen.*! From the beginning, 
Islam stressed that women, as half of the_society, should be offered all 
opportunities which could enable them to develop their natural abilities, so 
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that they might participate effectively in the development of society. It 
also emphasised that women should be allowed to attain to the highest 
ranks of progress materially, intellectually and spiritually. 

It is within this context that Islam has granted women broad social, 
political and economic rights, education and training rights and work 
opportunity rights. To protect these rights from being abused by men, 
Islam provided firm legal safeguards.** In theory, therefore, a Muslim 
woman is entitled to the following: uf 


(1) The Right of Independent Ownership. This involves the right to manage 

her own money and property independently. She is at liberty to buy, sell, 

mortgage, lease, borrow or lend, and sign contracts and legal documents. 

Also, she can donate her money, act as a trustee and set up a business or 
company.*’ ‘For men is a portion of what they earn, and for women is a 
portion of what they earn. Ask Allah for His grace. Allah has knowledge of 
all things’. This right cannot be altered whether she is single or married. 
When she is married, she enjoys a free hand over the dower while she is 
married and after divorce.*° This independent economic position is based 
on Quranic principles, especially the teaching of Zakat, which encourages 
women to own, invest, save and distribute their earnings and savings 
according to their discretion. It also acknowledges and enforces the right of 
women to participate in various economic activities.*° 


( The Right to Marry Whom She Likes, and to End an Unsuccessful 
Marriage. Islam regards marriage as a meritorious institution and attaches 
great importance to its well-being. Marriage in Islam is a union between 
two consenting adults. Its aims are to perpetuate human life and achieve 
spiritual and emotional harmony.*’ The Quran says** ‘And of His signs is 
that He created you from dust and behold: you became men and multiplied 
throughout the earth. And of His signs is that He gave you wives from 
among yourselves, that you might live in tranquillity with them, and put 
love and kindness in your hearts. Surely there are signs in this for thinking 
people’.®? Also, the Prophet is reported to have said ‘women are the twin 
halves of men’. Therefore, the consent of the two partners is essential to 
start a happy and stable family. Hence Islam is against the idea of forcing 
women to marry against their wishes. On the contrary, it encourages 
women to choose their spouses. According to the Prophet, ‘A widow (or 
divorcee) is not to be married before her consent is sought’ and ‘No virgin 
girl is to marry without first consulting her, and her approval is her 
keeping silent’.®' This freedom to choose her partner is guaranteed by 
the law which insists that the dowry has to be paid to the bride and not to 
the parents. The Prophet emphasised that although parents were to be 
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ranks of progress materially, intellectually and spiritually. 

It is within this context that Islam has granted women broad social, 
political and economic rights, education and training rights and work 
opportunity rights. To protect these rights from being abused by men, 


Islam provided firm legal safeguards.** In theory, therefore, a Muslim 
woman is entitled to the following.\ 3 


(1) The Right of Independent Ownership. This involves the right to manage 

her own money and property independently. She is at liberty to buy, sell, 

mortgage, lease, borrow or lend, and sign contracts and legal documents. 

Also, she can donate her money, act as a trustee and set up a business or 
company.® ‘For men is a portion of what they earn, and for women is a 
portion of what they earn. Ask Allah for His grace. Allah has knowledge of 
all things’.** This right cannot be altered whether she is single or married. 
When she is married, she enjoys a free hand over the dower while she is 
married and after divorce.*> This independent economic position is based 
on Quranic principles, especially the teaching of Zakat, which encourages 
women to own, invest, save and distribute their earnings and savings 
according to their discretion. It also acknowledges and enforces the right of 
women to participate in various economic activities.*° 


(» The Right to Marry Whom She Likes, and to End an Unsuccessful 
Marriage. Islam regards marriage as a meritorious institution and attaches 
great importance to its well-being. Marriage in Islam is a union between 
two consenting adults. Its aims are to perpetuate human life and achieve 
spiritual and emotional harmony.*’ The Quran says** ‘And of His signs is 
that He created you from dust and behold: you became men and multiplied 
throughout the earth. And of His signs is that He gave you wives from 
among yourselves, that you might live in tranquillity with them, and put 
love and kindness in your hearts. Surely there are signs in this for thinking 
people’. Also, the Prophet is reported to have said ‘women are the twin 
halves of men’. Therefore, the consent of the two partners is essential to 
start a happy and stable family. Hence Islam is against the idea of forcing 
women to marry against their wishes. On the contrary, it encourages 
women to choose their spouses. According to the Prophet, ‘A widow (or 
divorcee) is not to be married before her consent is sought’ and ‘No virgin 
girl is to marry without first consulting her, and her approval is her 
keeping silent’.®' This freedom to choose her partner is guaranteed by 
the law which insists that the dowry has to be paid to the bride and not to 
the parents. The Prophet emphasised that although parents were to be 
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consulted and obeyed, the fact remained that the woman’s individuality 
and independence had to be recognised and respected. Hence the marriage 
contract has to reflect the interests of the woman in the first instance and 
be designed to meet her specific needs. The woman has to express her 
desire and impose conditions if necessary to secure her position.® A 
Muslim woman, therefore, cannot be forced to enter into marriage without 
her agreement; indeed she has the right to revoke a marriage to which she 
did not agree in the first place. The Prophet set a precedent for Muslim 
women when he invalidated marriages which were imposed on daughters 
by their parents. Let us see the Prophet’s response when he heard that a 
girl was forced by her father to marry against her will: Ibn Abbas reported 
that a girl came to the Prophet complaining that her father had forced her 
to marry against her wishes. Upon hearing the story the Prophet granted 
her the choice between accepting the marriage or invalidating it. Also, 
Khaddam, Khansa’s father forced her to marry a man she did not like; 
soon afterwards she complained to the Prophet. The Prophet respected her 
will to marry a man of her choice, so, he revoked the marriage and freed 
Khansa from her marital obligation.® 
As a woman has the right to have a say on issues concerning her own 
marriage, equally she has the right to initiate divorce if the partnership 
proves to be unsuccessful. If the marriage contract states that she has the 
right to divorce her husband, she could divorce him instantly; otherwise, 
she would have to resort to the court to dissolve the marital relationship. 
Overall, the Quranic legislation concerning divorce allows time for 
reflection and insists on kind treatment of the woman. For example, whilst 
in pre-Islamic times a woman could easily be repudiated and thrown out 
by her husband, under the Quranic legislation he is no longer allowed to 
do so. If divorce takes place, the husband has to pay her back the deferred 
dowry and a reasonable sum of money as maintenance.™ He has to support 
her throughout the idda period (three months and ten days) to determine 
whether she is pregnant. If so he is legally obliged to support her until she 
delivers and nurses the baby to a certain age} 


« (3) The Right to Education. Both the Quran and the Sunnah advocate the 
/rights of women and men equally to seek knowledge. The Quran com- 
mands all Muslims to exert effort in the pursuit of knowledge irrespective 
of their sex. It constantly encourages Muslims to read, think, contemplate 
and learn from the signs of Allah in nature: “Are the wise and the ignorant 
equal? Truly, none will take heed but men of understanding’.® ‘Allah will 
raise to high ranks those that have faith and knowledge among you. He is 
cognizant of all your actions’.®’ ‘Say: Lord, increase me in knowledge’.® 
The Prophet moreover encouraged education for both males and females 
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and even ordered that slave girls should be educated. He made it clear that 
seeking knowledge was a matter of religious duty binding upon every 
Muslim man and woman. His teachings were widely sought by both sexes 
and at the time of his death it was reported that there were many women 
scholars.” So in Islam there can be no restriction of knowledge to one sex 
at the expense of the other. Today, however, family circumstances, 
together with the traditions and customs of specific Muslim countries, may 
work to the detriment of the girl, in terms of depriving her of education, 
for reasons which have nothing to do with Islam.” 


(4) The Right to Keep Her Own Identity. A woman in Islam has always 
been entitled, by law, to keep her family name and not take her husband’s 
name. Therefore, she is always known by her family’s name as an indica- 
tion of her individuality and her own identity. So, in Islam, there is no 
process of changing the names of women be they married, divorced or 


widowed. 


(5) The Right to Sexual Pleasure. In Islam lawful sex (that is, within the 
context of a marriage relationship) has always been held in high esteem 
and regarded as an act of religious devotion for which rewards in the here- 
after are acknowledged. It is meant to lead to a healthy way of human 
reproduction, release tensions, meet natural and psychological needs and 
strengthen the marriage ties between spouses. Here are some Hadiths that 
have been attributed to the Prophet in this regard: ‘When a husband and 
his wife look at each other lovingly, God will look at them with His merci- 
ful eye. When they hold hands their sins will fall away from between their 
fingers. When they engage in coitus they will be surrounded by prayerful 
angels. For every sensation of their delight there is a counterpart of reward 
for them in paradise as huge as a mountain. If the wife conceives, she will 
have the rewards of a worshipper who is constantly engaged in prayers, 
fasting and in the struggle in the way of God. When she delivers a child, 
only God knows the magnitude of the rewards stored for the parents in 
paradise’. ‘Once a companion having heard the Prophet praising coitus 
with one’s wife as a charitable act for which a Divine reward was to be 
awaited, retorted: “O you, the Messenger of God. Would a person satisfy 
his lust and anticipate Divine reward for it?” The Prophet said, “would he 
be punished if he (or she) does so with the wrong partner? In the same 
way, fulfillment of sensual satisfaction in the legitimate way shall be 
tewarded”’.”' Contrary to the present situation in which talk about legiti- 
mate sex has disappeared from religious thinking and writing and has 
become a matter of shame and stigma which ought to be suppressed, early 
Muslim scholars were fascinated by the idea and were quite open about it. 
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They wrote chapters on the subject in which they elaborated on issues d respected and they exercised great influence in 
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tions which have been attributed to the Prophet: ‘It is a rude manner of a 
man to proceed to have intercourse with his wife without first playing with 
her’. ‘Let not any of you fall upon his wife in the manner a male animal 
suddenly jumps upon his female partner. Let there be a messenger (to go) 
between them’ (said the prophet). He was then asked: What is the Messen- 
ger, ‘O you Messenger of God?’ He said: ‘kissing and endearing speech’. 
“When one of you copulates with his wife, let him not rush away from 
her, having attained his own climax, until she is satisfied’. ‘Wash your 


(8) The Right to Respect. Islam regards women to be equal to men as 
human beings; hence it emphasises mutual understanding and respect 
between the two sexes. From the Islamic viewpoint, women as human 
beings and as half of the society should be treated with care, tenderness 
and affection. Indeed, the Prophet insisted on kind and gentle treatment of 
women and demonstrated this not only through his attitude towards his 
wives but also in his teachings to his followers. He constantly encouraged 
them to be kind, civil and considerate when dealing with women: “The 


clothes, brush your teeth. Trim your hair. Keep always clean and tidy. A se j ra : : 
nation before you neglected themselves, thereby driving their women into more civil and kind a Muslim is feubis woman yee wife, daughter or 
adultery’. It is a vice in a man ‘to assault his unprepared wife, seeking to sister the more perfect in faith he is’ he declared.*” In his farewell pilgrim- 
satisfy his own lust and leaving her before she could achieve her own age eM Ne p a gocoeh Trg) On ie Ronn oF Mereyas 
fulfilment’.73 Accordingly, if a woman feels that she is not sexually Arafat in which he reminded his followers of their duty towards women 
satisfied or her husband is impotent she has the right to seek divorce. ee oedered bem be Rind; and respectful na hem. He sald eaate eb 

regarding women. Verily you have married them with the trust of Allah, 


and made their bodies lawful with the word of Allah. You have got 


> 81 


(6) The Right to Inheritance. The Quran has allotted a share for the woman 
(rights) over them, and they have got (rights) over you’. 


in the inheritance of her parents and kinsmen. Her share is guaranteed by 
law and it is completely hers. No one can have any claim on it. The Quran . . ‘ a0 tans — ened 
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They wrote chapters on the subject in which they elaborated on issues 
such as the anatomy of sex, the religious merits of lawful sexual activities, 
the intimate theme of coitus, its initial foreplay and its proper conclusion, 
They cautioned against an abrupt coitus and crude departure at the end of 
the act. Instead they advised an initial gentle approach and a slow courte- 
ous departure. Moreover, they emphasised the fact that the husband should 
be considerate and gentle, never too rough and that he should prolong 
sufficiently for his wife to attain climax. A wife is encouraged to take the 
initiative and not be content with the role of being submissive.” In their 
writings those early Muslim scholars were guided by the following tradi- 
tions which have been attributed to the Prophet: ‘It is a rude manner of a 
man to proceed to have intercourse with his wife without first playing with 
her’. ‘Let not any of you fall upon his wife in the manner a male animal 
suddenly jumps upon his female partner. Let there be a messenger (to go) 
between them’ (said the prophet). He was then asked: What is the Messen- 
ger, ‘O you Messenger of God?’ He said: ‘kissing and endearing speech’. 
‘When one of you copulates with his wife, let him not rush away from 
her, having attained his own climax, until she is satisfied’. “Wash your 
clothes, brush your teeth. Trim your hair. Keep always clean and tidy. A 
nation before you neglected themselves, thereby driving their women into 
adultery’. It is a vice in a man ‘to assault his unprepared wife, seeking to 
satisfy his own lust and leaving her before she could achieve her own 
fulfilment’.7? Accordingly, if a woman feels that she is not sexually 
satisfied or her husband is impotent she has the right to seek divorce. 


(6) The Right to Inheritance. The Quran has allotted a share for the woman 
in the inheritance of her parents and kinsmen. Her share is guaranteed by 
law and it is completely hers. No one can have any claim on it. The Quran 
says ‘Men shall have a share in what their parents and kinsmen leave; and 
women shall have a share in what their parents and kinsmen leave; whether it 
be little or much, it is legally theirs’.’* However, very often in reality the 
culture of specific Muslim countries subject women to social pressure to 
renounce their shares to the immediate male members of the family. This 
constitutes a gross violation of the Quranic verses concerning inheritance. 


(7) The Right of Election and Nomination to Political Offices and 
Participation in Public Affairs. Islam encourages women to be active 
politically and to be involved in decision-making. In fact Islam is the only 
religion which acknowledges a political role for women.” In early Islam 
women were given every opportunity to express themselves, to argue,” 
and to speak their mind in public.’” They led delegations,7® mediated and 
granted refuge and protection.’”? Their judgements on political matters 
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were highly valued and respected and they exercised great influence in 
shaping their own societies. Aisha and Umm Salama (the wives of the 
prophet) are clear cases in point. Umm Salama was a shrewd political 
adviser to the Prophet and very often acted as imam for women. Aisha, on 
the other hand, played a dominant part in the political arena she lived in. 
She lodged complaints, criticised the policies of the rulers and led opposi- 
tion groups. Together with Umm Salama she played a crucial role in com- 
piling the traditions of the Prophet, which are considered one of the main 
sources of Islamic Jurisprudence. For a considerable time she acted as a 
judge correcting and guiding the leaders of her time. 


(8) The Right to Respect. Islam regards women to be equal to men as 
human beings; hence it emphasises mutual understanding and respect 
between the two sexes. From the Islamic viewpoint, women as human 
beings and as half of the society should be treated with care, tenderness 
and affection. Indeed, the Prophet insisted on kind and gentle treatment of 
women and demonstrated this not only through his attitude towards his 
wives but also in his teachings to his followers. He constantly encouraged 
them to be kind, civil and considerate when dealing with women: ‘The 
more civil and kind a Muslim is to his woman whether wife, daughter or 
sister the more perfect in faith he is’ he declared. In his farewell pilgrim- 
age he delivered a famous speech (Khutba) on the Mount of Mercy at 
Arafat in which he reminded his followers of their duty towards women 
and ordered them to be kind and respectful to them. He said ‘Fear Allah 
regarding women. Verily you have married them with the trust of Allah, 
and made their bodies lawful with the word of Allah. You have got 
(rights) over them, and they have got (rights) over you’.*! 

So, from the authentic Islamic perspective, a woman is ‘an individual 
worthy of dignity and respect, an independent human being, a social 


. |} person, a legal person, a responsible agent, a free citizen, a servant of God, 


and a talented person, endowed, like a male person, with heart, soul and 
intellect; and has a fundamental equal right to exercise her abilities in all 
areas of human activities’.*? 

Within the context of family ties, the legal status of Muslim women can 
be considered at different stages: 


(I) As a Daughter: Before the advent of Islam, daughters were very dis- 
favoured and considered to be social and economic liabilities. Boys, on the 
other hand were favoured and sought after (one may add that even today in 
some Muslim countries boys are considered preferable to girls). Islam 
stopped such cruelties and insisted on equal treatment between the two 
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sexes. The Prophet asserted the right of a female child to be treated on an 
equal footing with her brother. He urged parents not to make any differ- 
ences between the children and to be kind to them, particularly young girls, 
Here are a few Hadiths in which he encouraged Muslims to be gentle and 
caring to their daughters: ‘If a daughter is born to a man and he brings her 
up affectionately, shows her no disrespect and treats her in the same 
manner as he treats his sons, the Lord will reward him with paradise’. 
‘Girls are models of affection and sympathy and a blessing to the family. If 
a person has one daughter, God will screen him from the fire of the hell 
owing to his daughter; if he has two daughters, God will admit him to par- 
adise; if he has three daughters, God will exempt him from the obligations 
of charity and Jihad’. ‘If a person has three daughters whom he provides for 
and brings up, God will surely reward him with paradise’. ‘If a daughter is 
born to a person and he brings her up, gives her a good education and trains 
her in the arts of life, | shall myself stand between him and hell fire’."’ Not 
content with moral exhortations which aimed at ensuring the equal rights of 
young girls, the prophet himself set an example for Muslims to follow. He 
treated his four daughters with parental love and compassion.™ He played 
with them, looked after them and carried them when they were young. 
When they were grown up and got married, he continued to care for their 

well- being. Fatima, the youngest, and the only one who survived her 

father, was very close to him, and often he used to visit her, invite her with 

her family to a meal with him, and would take her warmly between his 

arms and offer her his seat. He used to say that Fatima was ‘A part of me; 
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who wrongs her wrongs me and who pleases her pleases me’. 


(2) As a Mother: Women as mothers enjoy great respect and affection. 
The Quran advises Muslims to show love, gratitude and consideration for 
parents, particularly mothers. It says ‘And We enjoined man (to show 
kindness) to his parents, for weakness after weakness his mother bears 
him and he is not weaned before he is two years of age. We said: Give 


thanks to Me and to your parents. To Me shall all things return 
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your 


Lord has enjoined you to worship none but Him, and to show kindness to 
your parents. If either or both of them attain old age with you, show them 
no sign of impatience, nor rebuke them; but speak to them kind.words. 
Treat them with humility and tenderness and say: Lord be merciful to 
them. They nursed me when | was an infant’.*’ The prophet taught his fol- 
lowers how to look after their mothers and obey them. Disobeying parents, 
especially mothers, is one of the greatest of all sins. The Prophet is 
reported to have said the following Hadiths regarding mothers:* ‘Do not 
leave your mother unless she gives you permission or death takes her, 
because that is the greatest (deed) for your reward’. ‘Whoever kissed his 
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sexes. The Prophet asserted the right of a female child to be treated on an 
equal footing with her brother. He urged parents not to make any differ. 
ences between the children and to be kind to them, particularly young girls 
Here are a few Hadiths in which he encouraged Muslims to be gentle and 
caring to their daughters: ‘If a daughter is born to a man and he brings her 
up affectionately, shows her no disrespect and treats her in the same 
manner as he treats his sons, the Lord will reward him with paradise’, 
“Girls are models of affection and sympathy and a blessing to the family. If 
a person has one daughter, God will screen him from the fire of the hell 
Owing to his daughter; if he has two daughters, God will admit him to par- 
adise; if he has three daughters, God will exempt him from the obligations 
of charity and Jihad’. ‘If a person has three daughters whom he provides for 
and brings up, God will surely reward him with paradise’. ‘If a daughter is 
born to a person and he brings her up, gives her a good education and trains 
her in the arts of life, | shall myself stand between him and hell fire’.*? Not 
content with moral exhortations which aimed at ensuring the equal rights of 
young girls, the prophet himself set an example for Muslims to follow. He 
treated his four daughters with parental love and compassion.™ He played 
with them, looked after them and carried them when they were young. 
When they were grown up and got married, he continued to care for their 
well- being. Fatima, the youngest, and the only one who survived her 
father, was very close to him, and often he used to visit her, invite her with 
her family to a meal with him, and would take her warmly between his 
arms and offer her his seat. He used to say that Fatima was ‘A part of me; 


who wrongs her wrongs me and who pleases her pleases me’. 


(2) As a Mother: Women as mothers enjoy great respect and affection. 
The Quran advises Muslims to show love, gratitude and consideration for 
parents, particularly mothers. It says ‘And We enjoined man (to show 
kindness) to his parents, for weakness after weakness his mother bears 
him and he is not weaned before he is two years of age. We said: Give 
thanks to Me and to your parents. To Me shall all things return’.*° ‘your 
Lord has enjoined you to worship none but Him, and to show kindness to 
your parents. If either or both of them attain old age with you, show them 
no sign of impatience, nor rebuke them; but speak to them kind-words. 
Treat them with humility and tenderness and say: Lord be merciful to 
them. They nursed me when | was an infant’.*” The prophet taught his fol- 
lowers how to look after their mothers and obey them. Disobeying parents, 
especially mothers, is one of the greatest of all sins. The Prophet is 
reported to have said the following Hadiths regarding mothers:** ‘Do not 
leave your mother unless she gives you permission or death takes her, 
because that is the greatest (deed) for your reward’. ‘Whoever kissed his 
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is not of me who severs or breaks the ties of kinship’.”” Within this 
context, the sister occupies a special position. She is to be treated with 
care, respect and due consideration. The Prophet did not have a sister but 
he did have female cousins and relatives whom he used to welcome prop- 
erly and treat tenderly and kindly. Once he stated, ‘whoever is ... taking 
charge of two sisters, and treats them well and patiently, he and | shall be 
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(4) As a Wife: Good treatment of wives is strongly emphasised both in 
the Quran and the Sunnah. The Quran describes the relationship between 
the husband and wife as follows: ‘they (your wives) are an apparel to you 
and you are an apparel to them’. The Prophet laid great stress upon 
good treatment of a wife. He said “The best of you are they who behave 
best to their wives’. “A Muslim must not hate his wife, and if he be dis- 
pleased with one bad quality in her, let him be pleased with one that is 
good’. Apart from these recommendations,” the Prophet set a good 
example as the model husband who treated his wives with loving com- 
passion and due consideration. He dealt with them on an equal footing, 
devoted a night to each in turn, helped them with the housework, mended 
his own clothes, shared with them the ups and downs of life, listened to 
their opinions and gave them the chance to develop their own individual- 
ity, independence and talents. For example, Sauda developed her skill in 
fine leather work and earned a good income therefrom; Zaynab was very 
much active in charitable works to the extent that she was renowned as 
‘he mother of the poor’;®> Umm Salama, bright and clever, acted as a 
political adviser to the Prophet, while Aisha, the youngest and wittiest, 
was regarded as a judge, and was very often consulted on religious affair 
in the absence of her husband. The Prophet's example was followed by 
the early generations who were very much impressed by his attitude 


toward his wives.” 

{h anutshell, then, Islam ‘came to grant woman her rightful place in the 
society of man, raising her above the position of goods and chattels and 
(acknowledging her as) a respectful entity and a personality unto herself. 
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She was considered an independent social and economic unit functionin 
in her own individual right, if she so desired. For the first time she ig 
given the right to education, the right to hold property in her own name, 
the right of inheritance, and above all, the right to vote and pray’.°” 
Under this bill of rights women, under the leadership of Muhammad, 
enjoyed full freedom to develop their individuality and personality and to 
take part in shaping their own society. Moreover, women took advantage 
of the liberty offered to them: they participated effectively in public life; 
took part in prayers at the mosque together with the men; acted as imams 
for women (and sometimes for both sexes in their household); joined their 
colleagues in military expeditions; granted protection in war and asylum to 
fugitives; devoted themselves to the study of theology, the Quran and the 
traditions; travelled widely, and moved freely and mixed with men with 
self-respect and dignity.” : 
However, this situation did not last long; with the death of Muhammad 
and the transformation of the early Islamic community into an empire, 
women’s rights steadily underwent erosion. Slowly but surely the rights 
granted them and enjoyed during the time of Muhammad were taken 
away. They were discouraged from participating in public affairs; pre- 
vented from visiting the mosques; denied any opportunity to express their 
opinions; barred from developing their intellectual abilities; restricted in 
their movements and confined to their four walls at home. Gradually the 
bright picture of the free, courageous, independent, self-respecting and 
respected Muslim woman was replaced with that of secluded, lazy, ignor- 
ant and passive woman who had no role or impact on her own affairs let 
alone on society as a whole. The situation became worse with the political 
disintegration and the subsequent social demoralisation and the penetra- 
tion of foreign ideas and customs.” This depressed situation has persisted 
more or less until the present day in various shapes and forms throughout 
the Muslim world. It is, therefore, hardly untrue to state that women in 
much of the Muslim world have long been subjected to both cultural and 
rolitical oppression. While men have equally suffered from the latter, 
yme: xenerally have had to pay a double price: culturally as well as 
oli _. It has long been argued that Islam liberated Muslim women by 
gra ‘ing them full rights as citizens. It is certainly true that Islamic pre- 
cepts offer women a full and positive role in society as well as personal 
rights, which should, in theory, leave little to be desired. The question 
arises, however, as to whether the reality of Muslim women’s lives reflects 
the theory. To what extent have Muslim women been able to enjoy the 
rights the Sharia (Islamic Law) grants them without being subjected to 


strong countervailing social pressure? 
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inthe light of the contemporary situation. I am not suggesting that we 
should abandon the tradition - only those aspects of cultural oppression 
that go under the name of tradition; nor am | arguing for an acceptance of 
the rigid interpretation of the role of Muslim women as it has been defined 
in traditional societies. Rather, it is a question of appraising the reality of 
their suffering in the light of the authentic principles of justice and fair- 
ness, revealed in the Quran and practised in the early days of Islam by the 
Prophet and his Companions. 


2 Islam and Women’s 
Education* 


One of the most important rights granted to women by Islam is the Tight to 
education. To start to examine this issue, we should ask some questions, 
What is the position of Islam in relation to education in general ang 
women’s education in particular? What are their opportunities in relation 
to employment? Finally, what is the position of women in the contempo- 
rary period in the light of the authentic approach to these issues, as 
expressed both in the philosophy and in the practices of early Islam? 


ISLAM AND EDUCATION 


Knowledge and education are highly emphasised in Islam. Both are integral 
parts of the Islamic religion. Islam encourages its followers to enlighten 
themselves with the knowledge of their religion as well as other branches of 
knowledge. It holds the person who seeks knowledge in high esteem and has 
exalted his position.' In reality, the entire aim of the Divine revelation and 
the sending of prophets to humankind has been stressed in the Quran as the 
communication of knowledge. The Book says: “The Prophet recites unto 
people God’s revelation; causes them to grow and imparts to them knowl- 
edge, and wisdom’ .? The Divine desires every believer to be well educated in 
religion, to possess wisdom and broad intellectual knowledge.’ Hence the 
purpose of raising a prophet in a nation is to teach and to impart knowledge. 
The Prophet said ‘I have been raised up as a teacher’.* The Quran is full of 
verses which praise learned people, encourage original thinking and personal 
investigation and denounce unimaginative imitation. It also emphasises the 
importance of the study of nature and its laws. According to the Quran, leam- 
ing is an unending process and the entire universe is made subservient to 
man, the agent of God, who has to abide by the truth and not by narrow 
notions of hereditary customs and beliefs.> ‘We did not create the heavens 
and the earth, and all between them merely in sport. We created them only 
for just ends, but most of mankind do not understand’.® The verses in the 


* Some of the material in this chapter has been previously published in Haifaa A. 
Jawad, The Education of Women in Islam, Gulf Center for Strategic Studies, 
London, 1991, reproduced by kind permission of the publisher. 
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rizant of all your actions’.!° ‘Are the wise and the ignoranl 
Lord, increase me in knowledge’. 
Inthe Hadith literature, knowledge is highly appreciated and encouraged 
aso. The Prophet Muhammad always emphasised the importance ofkncwie 
edge t0 his followers and encouraged them to seek it. Leamed people are 
regarded as the inheritors of the prophetic wisdom. In this connection, the 
following Hadiths can be quoted: “The prophets leave knowledge as their 
inheritance. The leamed ones inherit this great fortune’. ‘Search for knowl- 
aige though it be in China’. The Prophet also said ‘He who goes forth in 
search of knowledge, is in the way of Allah till he retums’.' To rise up at 
dawn and Jeam a section of knowledge is better than to pray one hundred 
rik at’ ‘To be present in an assembly with a learned man is better than 
prying one thousand rak’at’. ‘To listen to the instructions of science and 
kaming for one hour is more meritorious than attending the funerals of a 
thousand martyrs’. ‘One hour's meditation on the work of the Creator in a 
devout spint is better than seventy years of prayer’. The Prophet was asked: 
‘0 Messenger of God, is it better than the reading of the Quran?’. He 
relied: ‘What benefit does the Quran give except through knowledge’.'* 
“There are only two persons that one is permitted to envy: the one to whom 
God has given riches and who has the courage to spend his means for the 
cause of truth; and the one to whom God has given wisdom and who applies 
itforthe benefit of mankind and shares it with his fellows’, ' 
It was in accordance with this Quranic guidance and the prophetic 
instructions that the Muslims started, from the very beginning, to seek 
knowledge, Studies were conducted in the Mosques, circles of discussion 
(halagat) were set up; and teachers were simultaneously students learning 
from their superiors and, in their turn, teaching their own students.!° 
Education was considered a matter of religious duty ~ a manifestation of 
the Muslim’s submission to the will of Allah and an act of piety which 
could lead to a deeper knowledge of the Creator ~ the One.!? Hence 
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we find that all members of society participated in that process S; 
education was free of charge, opportunities were available to every, Me 
rich or poor alike. The Prophet said ‘Treat equally poor and rich sty ae 
who sit before you for the acquisition of knowledge’.'® Gifted Student 
were helped and highly encouraged to continue their education, so that 
they would be able to fulfill their aspirations. Moreover, the Seeking of 
knowledge was not circumscribed by age limitations; the Prophet said 
“Seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave’. Therefore, we find that the 
companions of the Prophet sought knowledge even when they were at an 
advanced age.'? Also, there was considerable academic freedom; in the 
classes, the students were entitled to ask questions and to discuss themes 
with the teacher — indeed, their reputation depended heavily on their 
success in such sessions of debate and discussion.”° 


THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF EDUCATION 


Initially, the learning process of the Muslims started with the Prophet who 
himself used to teach his companions the principles of Islam. When he 
migrated to Medina, he immediately started the process of eradicating illit- 
eracy. His mosque also served as a centre for Muslim learning. He was so 
interested in this matter that, soon after the victory of Badr, he instructed 
each of the Meccan captives, who were literate, to teach ten Muslims how 
to read and write as a condition for their release.*! He also sent teachers 
and missionaries to different parts of Arabia so that they could teach the 
newly converted Muslims the principles of Islam.” He also set up circles 
of learned men to study and teach the Quran. Later, mosques were set up 
in every locality and since then have remained as the essential location for 
educational activities among the Muslims. The Prophet’s example as a 
teacher constituted a sacred precedent for his followers. Hence they con- 
sidered it their duty to set up mosques and schools in their domain. In the 
course of time, the simple pattern of the Prophet’s school developed into a 
comprehensive and coherent educational system, fully integrated into the 
social and economic way of life.* This educational system was based on 
moral and spiritual qualities. It recognised no separation between sacred 
and secular. Indeed it ‘breathed in a universe of sacred presence’. 
Whatever was known contained a profoundly religious feature, not only 
because the object of every type of knowledge is created by God, but also 
because the intelligence by which man knows is in itself a Divine gift. 
The education system therefore dealt with the whole being of the person 
whom it sought to educate. Its aim was not only the training of the mind 
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However, despite the fact that the Islamic educational system encom- 
passed the whole life of traditional Muslims, certain distinct phases can be 
discerned. The first stage started at home where both parents acted as 
teachers in matters such as religion, language, culture and social customs. 
This period was followed by the Quranic schools (al-Kuttab) correspond- 
ing to elementary school. The aims of these schools were to enable the 
child to read and write the Quran, and to master the language as well as 
eam other subjects such as proverbs, poetry and, later, arithmetic. These 
schools formed the preparatory stage for higher studies where the students 
could then attend the Madrasah. The Madrasah® often incorporated the 
Janiah which can be said to correspond at one and the same time, to sec- 
ondary school as well as to college and university education.*° The activ- 
ities of these Madrasahs were divided into two parts. The religious or the 
transmitted sciences, and the intellectual sciences. The religious sciences 
included the study of the Quran, the Hadith, linguistics and theology and 
they dominated the educational activity of most Madrasahs. The intellec- 
tual sciences included the study of logic, mathematics, and the natural sci- 
ences, as well as philosophy. These divisions of the sciences were 
reflected in the curriculum of the Madrasahs and were taught alongside 
each other. These Madrasahs enjoyed a high position in society and, in the 
course of time, they developed into fully fledged educational institutions 
performing an important role throughout the Muslim world, such as the 
Qayrawan in Morocco and al-Azhar in Egypt. Later on, we find the devel- 
opment of a university system with several campuses such as al- 
Nizamiyyah and al-Mustansiriyah in Baghdad and al-Nuriyyah in 
Damascus.” In addition to the Madrasahs where theoretical learning was 
conducted, there were a number of observatories and hospitals. Some of 
them acted independently as institutions of scientific learning and experi- 
mentation, others were appended to the colleges. Al-Mamun’s famous 

Shamsiyyah observatory was a most remarkable example. It was followed 


smission of 
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in many other cities. Moreover, these higher institutions Contin 
provided society with its intellectual elite, and socio-political thinks ly 
Member of this elite functioned not only as teachers in the intellect , 
sense, but also as models of moral behaviour. Finally, Islam, by Means al 
its educational system, successfully managed to preserve the dihes 
Greek and Eastern learning and then transmitted it to the Latin West, 


Hence its definition as the ‘intermediate civilization’. 


EDUCATION OF WOMEN 


Islam strongly encourages the education of women both in religious and 


social domains. Their education and cultural training were regarded as an 
t.?? There is no priority for men 


integral dimension of social developmen 


over women in relation to the right to education. Both are equally encour- 


aged to acquire education, as already shown, ‘from the cradle to the 
grave’.*° Indeed all the Quranic verses which relate to education and 
which advocate the acquisition of knowledge were directed to both men 
and women alike. In accordance with the all-embracing concept of Tawhid 
— Oneness — when Islam elevated women physically by abolishing female 
infanticide, it could not overlook the need for their mental and spiritual 
elevation.*! By contrast, Islam would view the neglect of these dimensions 
as virtually tantamount to murdering their personality. The Quran says: 
‘They are losers who besottedly have slain their children by keeping them 
in ignorance’.** Neither the Quran nor the sayings of the Prophet prohibit 
or prevent women from seeking knowledge and having an education. As 
already said, the Prophet was the forerunner in this regard, in declaring 
that seeking knowledge is obligatory upon every Muslim man and woman. 
By making such a statement, the Prophet opened all the avenues of knowl- 
edge for men and women alike. So, like her male counterpart, each woman 
is under a moral and religious obligation to seek knowledge, develop her 
intellect, broaden her outlook, cultivate her talents and then utilise her 
potential to the benefit of her soul and of her society. The interest of the 
Prophet in female education was manifest in the fact that he himself used 
to teach the women along with the men;* he also instructed his followers 
to educate not only their women but their slave girls as well.*4 The follow- 
ing Hadith puts it thus: a man who educates his slave girl, frees her and 
then marries her, this man will have a double reward.*> The wives of the 
Prophet, especially Aisha, not only taught women, they taught men also 
and many of the Prophet’s companions and followers learned the Quran, 
Hadith and Islamic jurisprudence from Aisha. Also, there was no limit- 
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aneducated Muslim woman should not only ra 


the environment of her home, but she should also hav 
the broad fields of social, economic and political development. The Quran, 


in particular (9:71-72), commands men and women to perform their 
prayers, pay their poor-tax and enjoin good and forbid evil in all forms: 
social, economic and political. This means that both have an equal duty to 
accomplish these tasks. In order to do so, they must have equal access to 
educational opportunities. For how can a woman uphold good social and 
* economic policies or disapprove them if she is intellectually not equipped 
for the task?2” Following the injunctions of the Quran and the Sunnah con- 
ceming female education, early Muslim women seized this opportunity 
and laboured to equip themselves in all branches of the knowledge of their 
time. They attended classes with men, they participated in all cultural 
activities side by side with them and managed to win their encouragement 
and respect.** Early Islamic history is replete with examples of Muslim 
women who showed a remarkable ability to compete with men and 
excelled them on many occasions. The following is a brief summary of the 


role played by Muslim women in different domains. 


d the Hadith encourag- 
believed that 


EARLY ACTIVITIES OF MUSLIM WOMEN 


Religious Studies. This was the favourite subject for women in early Islam, 
and a considerable number of Muslim women managed to become notable 
figures among traditionists and jurists.” On top of the list was Aisha, the 
wife of the Prophet. She was a renowned scholar of her time. Her foresight 
and advice in the affairs of the Islamic community were regarded as highly 
important by the early Islamic rulers. She was credited with thousands of tra- 
ditions received directly from the Prophet and is to the present day consid- 
ered a great authority on Islamic Jurisprudence. Another famous name in this 
subject was Nafisah, a descendant of Ali who was a prominent jurist and the- 
Obgian, [tis mentioned that Al-Shafi’i, the founder of one of the schools of 
Figh used to attend her lessons and public lectures.” Shuhda as well was a 
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Consequently, women throughout the Muslim world became ignorant not 
only of outside affairs, but also of their legal rights in terms of marriage, 
divorce and inheritance, Very often due to their ienorance of these rights. 
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it has long been argued that Islam liberated Muslim women by granti ; 
them full rights as citizens. Yet in reality we see that in much of 

Muslim world women have long been subjected to both cultural 
political oppression. Instances such as forced marriages, arbi 
divorces, female mutilations and other abuses are’sadly common in the 


1 . ao EN 
Muslim world, as are restrictions on women's education and on th ir. 


role in the labour force. 


This book explores these problems and highlights the contrast vaith y 


what Islam - through the Quran’ and the Sunnah - in fact prescribes. The — Vik 
causes of such contradictions are shown to lie in other socio-cultural and 
political dynamics, quite outside the realm of the revealed religion. ~~ 
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